Abstract. Some bird species may breed close to aggressive predators to reduce predation risk by more dangerous, generalist predators. We tested this protective nesting association hypothesis by studying solitary choughs, Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax, breeding within or outside lesser kestrel, Falco naumanni, colonies in northern Spain (1993Spain ( -1994. We found 27 potential predators of choughs and kestrels and confirmed predation on adults and nests of both species by at least eight common predators. We experimentally assessed the defence investment of choughs and kestrels towards a stuffed eagle owl, Bubo bubo, in 19 buildings shared by both species. Lesser kestrels were more efficient at detecting the predator, and defended more vigorously than choughs. Choughs clearly selected for breeding buildings where lesser kestrel colonies were installed. Breeding success of these choughs was much higher than that of choughs breeding alone, because of a lower percentage of nest failure. Benefits to choughs probably accrued from both the 'parasitism' of the kestrels' nest defence and the dilution of predation risk in the colonies. Since lesser kestrels do not prey on choughs, this could be a good example of protective nesting association in birds.
Nest predation is a major factor limiting breeding success in birds and, consequently, has played a central role in the evolution of nesting strategies (Martin 1992; Suhonen et al. 1994 ). Individuals should adaptively choose nest sites that reduce the risk of predation to young and adults; a variety of relevant parental behaviours have evolved, including those related to the construction and location of nests, nest guarding and breeding associations (Bulmer 1984) . These strategies may occur together in bird species that select nest sites in association with more aggressive species to gain breeding advantages (Collias & Collias 1984) .
Nesting associations of birds with social and aggressive insects are not rare in the tropics . However, in most of the cited studies two circumstances may obscure an ideal 'protective nesting association': (1) gulls and raptors, that is, the most usual putative protectors, also prey to varying degrees on the eggs, chicks and even on their adult associates, and (2) the associated species may nest together because of their similar breeding requirements or nest-site limitation (Donázar et al. 1996) . Nesting birds associated with colonial species could also dilute the predation risk, which is one of the major advantages of coloniality (Wittenberger & Hunt 1985) . The balance between the cost of nesting close to a potential predator and the benefits of decreased predation by more dangerous predator species probably determines whether the association lasts (Young & Titman 1986; Gö tmark 1989; Norrdahl et al. 1995).
